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Understanding classroom trouble through regulative gravity and 
instructional elasticity. 
 
ABSTRACT:  
This paper aims to develop a more nuanced analytic vocabulary to typify how and 
where classroom trouble can manifest in pedagogic discourse. It draws on classroom 
ethnographies conducted in non-academic secondary school pathways and alternative 
programs in Australian communities with high youth unemployment, where the 
policy of ‘earning or learning’ till age 17 has effectively extended compulsory 
schooling. Three concepts are developed and exemplified: ‘regulative flares’, being 
moments when teachers resort to explicitly reasserting the lesson’s social order; 
‘moral gravity’ to describe the degree to which the moral order underpinning the 
regulative discourse is tied to the immediate context or beyond; and ‘instructional 
elasticity’ to account for trouble originating  in the instructional register. 
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1. A policy context producing ‘reluctant stayers’ 
In January 2009, all Australian state governments signed a National Education Agreement 
that sought to raise educational participation rates and attainment in order to foster economic 
participation. The ensuing Council of Australian Governments’ ‘Compact with Young 
Australians’ requires young people to complete a Year 10 certification then continue in 
education, training, or employment until age 17.  It also denies them income support or 
family welfare entitlements till age 21 unless the young person is enrolled in formal 
education or vocational training.  A report on outcomes under this policy by 2012 indicated 
some progress toward the former goal of increasing educational retention and attainment, but 
no progress towards the latter goal of greater economic participation, thus calling into the 
question the promised link between the two:  
More young people (20–24 year olds) have completed Year 12 or equivalent, 
increasing from 82.8% in 2006 to 85.0% in 2011. Despite this improvement, progress 
needs to be faster if governments are to reach COAG‘s target of 90% of young people 
having attained Year 12 or equivalent by 2015.  The proportion of young people (17–
24 year olds) fully engaged in work or study following school declined from 73.9% in 
2006 to 72.7% in 2011. This was due to a fall in full-time employment which  more 
than offset increases in the rate of young people who were studying full-time (COAG 
Reform Council, 2013, p. 9) 
 
In the absence of viable employment opportunities, the ‘earning or learning’ condition in the 
Compact has produced new kinds of classrooms and curriculum in upper secondary school 
and in technical and further education (TAFE) colleges as alternative settings. This is 
particularly the case in communities with poor youth employment prospects, where students 
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who would previously have left school earlier are now retained in classroom settings till the 
minimum age of 17.  
From Te Riele and Crump (2002) I borrow the category of ‘reluctant stayers’ to describe 
students retained under this policy for whom ‘school has become a shelter from 
unemployment’ (p.253). From their work with disengaged youth across mainstream and 
alternative educational settings, Te Riele and Crump observe: ‘common to most of these 
groups ... is that their experience of schooling is negative: they do not get on with teachers, 
they find the curriculum irrelevant or too hard, and they find the school environment 
unsupportive’ (2002, p.259). Other researchers in similar spaces have observed that ‘this is as 
much a struggle for the schools and teachers as it is for the young people' (Smyth and 
Hattam, 2001, p.403). On a larger scale, Thomson (2002) has argued that ‘”doing discipline” 
is ... spatially distributed: rustbelt schools are dealing with keeping (the) social order much 
more than more privileged schools’ (Thomson, 2002, p. 47).  In this way, the friction 
generated between reluctant stayers and the schools made responsible for them under this 
policy is a burden distributed unevenly across education sectors.  
This paper is about the educational experience for this kind of student, in this kind of 
classroom, in this kind of community, and how their confluence manufactured under this 
policy serves to concentrate and amplify classroom trouble. I am interested in typifying, 
exemplifying and unpacking both the moral orders that are invoked in these school and TAFE 
settings, and the types of trouble that can challenge these moral orders in classroom 
interactions.  The paper builds from Bernstein’s (2000) theory of pedagogic discourse as ‘a 
rule which embeds two discourses: a discourse of skills of various kinds and their relations to 
each other, and a discourse of social order’ (pp. 31-32). The former discourse, which 
Bernstein terms the ‘instructional’, is understood to be embedded and reliant on the latter 
‘regulative’ discourse which establishes the social order of the pedagogic relation, and 
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‘expectations about conduct, character and manner’ (p. 13). This paper uses this distinction 
and relation between instructional and regulative discourses to show how trouble can erupt in 
either dimension of pedagogic discourse.  
The paper proceeds in the following stages. A literature review explores the body of 
empirical work that has probed questions regarding the regulative discourse, which is limited 
when compared to the substantial body of work focussed on questions of curricular 
knowledge and language demands in the instructional discourse. A theoretical frame for 
understanding moral orders and classroom troubles is then developed exploiting first 
Christie’s sociolinguistic translation of Bernsteinian concepts, then Freebody, Martin and 
Maton’s (2008) concept of semantic gravity. From this mix, the paper develops the concepts 
of ‘regulative flare’, ‘moral gravity’ and ‘instructional elasticity’. The empirical project and 
five case sites are outlined, then slices of observational and interview data are presented to 
exemplify firstly statements invoking moral orders on different scales, then different types of 
trouble contesting these moral orders. The conclusion reflects on what is lost and what is 
gained under moral orders of different gravities, and how these reluctant stayers and their 
teachers might be better served in this policy environment.  
2. A review of regulative discourse research  
While the nature of curricular knowledge and the instructional discourse more generally have 
been the subject of empirical studies (for example, Beck & Young, 2005; Christie, 1991; 
Ellis, 2004; Li & Ginsburg, 2001) and theoretical elaboration (for example, Bourne, 2003; 
Moore & Muller, 2002; Morais, 2002; Tyler, 1999), there has been less empirical attention to, 
and theoretical elaboration of, the regulative discourse. This section reviews some of the 
empirical literature resourced by Bernsteinian theory which has foregrounded regulative 
discourse matters and/or classroom trouble. The review highlights how such enquiries often 
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rely on linguistic realisations for empirical access to the moral order, and point to the ever-
present potential for trouble.  
Alexander’s (2001) vast and rigorous ethnographic study comparing primary education 
across five nations was premised on Bernstein’s understanding of pedagogy as a ‘cultural 
relay’ (Bernstein quoted in Alexander, 2001, p. 562).  It captured the deep cultural and 
historical legacies influencing classroom practices, and the cultural politics around what 
constituted ‘good’ pedagogic practice in each setting. To understand the moral order 
underpinning such different settings, he first distinguished between ‘routine’ (unvarying 
habituated procedure that can be taken for granted), ‘rule’ (in its weak version, a routine that 
is required rather than sustained by habit; in its strong version, a regulation that is enforced 
through sanctions), and ‘ritual’ (prescribed ceremonial practice), each ‘fundamental to the 
culture of the classroom and the work of schools’ (p. 380).  In combination, ‘they are the 
cement which binds together the otherwise anarchic combination of one adult and 15 or 50 
children’ (p.381). Across contexts, Alexander noted the explicit work teachers undertake to 
establish routines when faced with a new class, the particular attention paid to rules 
governing classroom talk,  and how time serves as the ‘pre-eminent regulator of pedagogy’ 
(p.384). From the empirical analysis, he extracted six categories of rules/routines/ritual: 
‘temporal, procedural, behavioural, interactive, linguistic and curricular’ (p.384). Using this 
typology cross-tabulated with the rule/routine/ritual categories, he could contrast the nature of 
the regulative discourse across the national settings as follows:  
A high degree of consistency and predictability in the lessons was observed in Russia, 
France and India was associated with clear and internalised routines which once 
established were rarely referred to again. The Russian and Indian classrooms, 
especially the latter, displayed practices which were highly ritualized. In contrast, 
matters were much more up for negotiation in the English and Michigan classrooms. 
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However, the differences related not only to the overall balance of rule and 
negotiation, but also to their focus. In Russia and France, administrative and 
behavioural routines were routinised and the regulatory culture concentrated more on 
curricular and linguistic control, that is, on the structure of knowledge and 
communication. These were much more open in the English and Michigan lessons, 
and in Michigan, in particular, we encountered a strong belief, allied to the idea of 
personal and reflexive  knowledge, that children should find their own ways of 
knowing, understanding and communicating, rather than have these imposed upon 
them. At the same time, there was a more overt focus there on the regulation of 
children’s behaviour, but this was greatly complicated by the contrary effort of 
collaboration and ‘sharing’. All this meant that the regulatory context of the Michigan 
classrooms, and to a lesser degree those in England, displayed far more tension, and 
many more disciplinary encounters than elsewhere. (pp. 536-537) 
This analysis resonates with Bernsteinian critiques of progressive pedagogy, but also 
highlights the inherent potential for classroom trouble that comes with a cultural preference 
for child-centred pedagogy which seeks to ‘reconcile the ideal of individualism with the 
imperatives of managing a large class’ (Alexander, 2001, p. 483-484).  
Chouliaraki (1996) identified a similar contradiction in her study of ‘good habits’ in a 
progressivist lower secondary English class in the UK. She situated her classroom 
ethnography in the policy moment that was promoting progressive pedaogogies and a shift 
‘from discipline to learning’, to ask ‘how regulation works in a classroom where the 
emphasis is on the latter’ (p.104) and its effect on knowledge production. She purposefully 
observed the first term of the class to understand how routines were established. Theoretically 
she was interested in how the move to seemingly greater freedom required the inculcation of 
self-regulation. She drew on Foucault’s concept of ‘dressage’ as a technology of power using 
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‘subtle coercion’ (p. 111) to govern and shape bodily demeanour, and synthesised this with 
aspects of Bernstein’s theory of pedagogic discourse. Chouliaraki offered slices of teacher 
talk that directed and coached students in the expected conduct, to highlight the primacy 
given to the regulative discourse, and to argue that the procedural embodied ‘how’ becomes 
more important than curricular ‘what’ and ‘why’ in such classrooms.   
Iedema (1996) similarly combined Foucault’s notion of disciplinary technologies with 
Bernstein’s analytic concepts to track the typical arc over schooling years from a personal, 
subjective mode of regulation in the early years, to a more objective realisation of 
institutional expectations as well as an ‘interiorised’ (p.99) sublimation of control.  He argued 
that ‘regulative pedagogic discourse provides, and that students’ successful participation in 
classroom rituals presumes familiarity with, a (linguistic) technology which enables and 
encourages such self-governance’ (p. 83). The paper offered detailed analysis of the linguistic 
tools available to express ‘must-ness’ (p.92) and to direct behaviour with various shades of 
interpersonal meanings, then exemplified the change from subjective to more objectified 
invocations of control.  Of particular significance for this study, Iedema argued that ‘teacher 
and students have to conform to both the written and unwritten rules of the classroom. In 
cases of conflict, it is these rules which become the focus of contestation, and much of the 
teacher talk will be spent on reinforcing or renegotiating those rules’ (p.91).  
On a smaller scale, Buzzelli and Johnston (2001) adopted the Bernsteinian distinction 
between instructional and regulative discourse to conduct a discourse analysis of a teacher’s 
dilemmas around power, morality and authority in a classroom writing activity. Authority, 
they note, harbours two meanings: ‘The teacher possesses authority both in the sense of 
having the power to direct classroom activities, and in the sense of having the knowledge that 
the students need to acquire’ (p. 875). They reject the critical position that teachers’ power is 
necessarily a bad thing, in favour of a more Foucaldian notion of power circulation through 
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the ‘mechanisms’ (p. 875) of schooling. They then identify ‘tensions of authority’ (p. 880) 
emerging from the cultural shift from harder to softer, more devolved expressions of 
authority. They argue that ‘the way the teacher’s authority is enacted in the classroom is a 
profoundly moral matter’ (p. 874) that can implicate multiple moral values and their frictions: 
 the instructional discourse of learning how to write in order to express one’s own 
unique voice is embedded in, and thus subject to and trammelled by, the regulative 
discourse that establishes and maintains moral rules of social relations and identities, 
and thus adjudicates what is and is not offensive and, more generally speaking, 
morally acceptable. (p. 881)   
The trouble reported in this study stemmed from a child’s choice within the instructional 
discourse of what was judged to be an inappropriate topic requiring correction. This case thus 
differs from Alexander’s ‘disciplinary encounters’ which would map trouble back to the 
regulative discourse.  It is the capacity for trouble to manifest in either regulative or 
instructional dimensions which is of interest in this paper.   
In another study focussed on classroom discourse, Liu and Hong (2009) used corpus 
linguistics on a large data set of teacher talk captured in eight primary English classrooms in 
Singapore to investigate ‘what choices teachers make of directives, for what regulatory 
purposes and how they position students’ (p.1). Analytically, they first distinguished between 
task-related procedural directives and disciplinary directives, ‘such as demanding for student 
attention or for acceptable behaviours’ (p.5), then between the grammatical choices of 
imperative, declarative or interrogative, and degrees of mitigation. With these frames, they 
characterised the directives observed and their patterning in how students were positioned. 
They were thus able to describe the predominant use of assertive imperatives for directives, 
and rare use of softer, less forceful, more indirect forms. They conclude that ‘students are not 
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merely inducted into the subject knowledge in the classroom, but also into a strong form of 
social control’ as legitimated by the broader society, and that  ‘these strong regulative 
practices render it difficult to allow instructional discourse open to students’ voices’ (p.9) as 
preferred in communicative language pedagogy. This detailed and comprehensive empirical 
work would augment the ethnographic work of Alexander. Where Alexander highlights the 
contradiction between regulative and instructional aspects in student-centred settings, Liu and 
Hong’s work highlights the contradiction in a teacher-centred setting. 
Another large scale observation study was conducted by McFarland (2005) in two American 
high schools, sampling 12 class periods for each of 36 class groups in core Year 10 and 12 
subjects. The detailed quantitative analysis of student-initiated turns distinguished between 
‘task participation’ and ‘social participation’. He found that ‘classroom participation is 
characterized by behavioural drift from work to play affairs over time ... the pattern of 
translation is such that the informal world of adolescents permeates and somewhat supplants 
the work routines in high school classrooms’ (p. 171).  Johnston and Hayes’ (2008) 
longitudinal study in four Australian high schools coded classrooms for the strength of 
teacher control, and its relationship to student engagement. They described a similar scenario 
of parallel realities:  
in many of the lesson ‘games’ that we observed in the ‘orderly restricted’ classrooms, 
students demonstrated a weak and fluctuating inclination to participate in the game or 
take it seriously. They lose interest in the lesson ‘game’ and have to be constantly re-
engaged by the teacher, or they physically or mentally leave it altogether to follow an 
alternative, peer-generated script. (p.119)  
These accounts demand better recognition that classroom interactions are not just about 
pedagogy on the teacher’s terms.  
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Margutti and Piirainen-Marsh (2011) edited a special edition for Linguistics and Education 
presenting conversation analysis studies about managing expectations regarding the moral 
order in classrooms , and ‘the problem of addressing, referring to, and evaluating 
unauthorized or inappropriate conduct’(p.305).  They note the absence of an empirical 
literature about disruptive conduct in ‘in vivo’ classrooms (p.306). The collection of papers 
explore humour (Lehtimaja, 2011), irony (Piirainen-Marsh, 2011), praise, reproaches 
(Margutti, 2011), and forms of address (Tainio, 2011) to explore how interaction 
accomplishes the classroom moral order. The collection offers meticulous analysis of 
linguistic resources, choices, and their patterning, but in its goal to promote conversation 
analysis as a relevant mode of enquiry, confines any understanding of the moral order to the 
empirical moment. Such analysis thus fails to connect the moral dimensions realised to larger 
sociological systems of curriculum, policy or cultural footing.  
For the purposes of this current study, one limitation of some of this literature is its sampling 
of primary school settings, where the formative work of socialisation into the behavioural 
norms and expectations of schooling could be understood to still be underway. In contrast, in 
studies of secondary classrooms, students know only too well what is expected of them and 
what sanctions the institution of schooling might apply, but nevertheless choose to defy, 
challenge and resist this local moral order. Willis’s classic ethnographic study (1977) of  
‘non-academic  working class lads’ (p. 4) retained at school following the raising of the 
British school leaving age in September 1972, gave a detailed account of the ‘personal and 
collective volition’ (p. 2) that sustained their counter-school subculture. Such behaviour is no 
longer a case of moral order under construction, but a case of moral order contestation.  In 
this vein, a common element I would highlight in the literature above is how teachers actively 
respond by engaging in ‘disciplinary encounters’ (Alexander 2001, p.537) and undertake the 
work of explicitly revisiting and reasserting what counts as ‘acceptable behaviour’ (Liu and 
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Hong, 2009, p.5).  These reactive eruptions in the classroom talk sparked by unfolding events 
disrupt and undermine the idealised trajectory of interiorised sublimation that Iedema 
proposed.  The next section develops concepts to elaborate on this aspect of classroom 
interaction.  
3. Thinking theoretically about trouble 
Since Durkheim’s lectures on schooling and morality (1961 (1925)), the sociology of 
education has theoretically recognised the inculcation of a common secular morality as core 
business for the institution of mass public schooling. For example, Foucault (1977) 
highlighted how school disciplinary practices were designed to instil self-regulation in the 
future citizen of the liberal society: ‘disciplinary coercion establishes in the body the 
constricting link between an increased aptitude and an increased domination’ (p.138). 
Similarly, Hunter (1994) reviewed the hybrid and improvised genealogy of the Western 
public school model and its core mission of ‘social training’ (p.34) for unruly populations to 
render them more governable, while producing the self-determining individual: ‘Indeed, the 
whole point of the new pedagogical habitus was to replace coercion with conscience’ 
(Hunter, 1994, p.73). However, this work of schools is often less empirically examined than 
their work to legitimate, transmit and distribute knowledges. This bias risks leaving empirical 
work around morality and schooling to more psychological or practitioner frames around 
managing mis/behaviour. Bernsteinian theory is well equipped to contribute in this space. 
Moore (2013) approaches Bernstein’s intellectual project through its Durkheimian roots, in 
particular their shared sociological question of how social cohesion is produced, and their 
shared interest in the ‘centrality of education’ (p.34). Likewise, Gamble and Hoadley (2011) 
highlight the historical link between Durkheim’s and Bernstein’s attention to the school’s role 
in regard to the infusion of morality and ‘the notion of submission to the impersonal’ (p.159). 
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Moore also traces the generative conversation between Bernstein’s thought and 
complementary work of sociolinguists, in particular the Hallidayan school of Systemic 
Functional Linguistics.  Working at this theoretical interface, Christie’s early work (1991) 
made the distinction between ‘first-order’ and ‘second-order’ registers in classroom talk: 
A first-order or pedagogical register has the function of operationalising and 
maintaining the teaching-learning activity that takes place with a curriculum genre, 
while the second-order or ‘content register’ realized the activity and/or information 
which is to be dealt with by the children as they learn. (p.239)  
The first-order register maps to, and expresses, Bernstein’s concept of the regulative 
discourse , while the second-order register maps to, and expresses, the instructional discourse. 
Later Christie (1999) adopted the terms ‘regulative register’ and ‘instructional register’ 
respectively, arguing that their patterned interaction create ‘curriculum genres’, which in turn 
combine to create the larger predictable sequences of ‘macrogenres’:  ‘Curriculum genres and 
macrogenres are staged, goal-driven activities, devoted to the accomplishment of significant 
educational ends. They are quite fundamentally involved in the organization of the discourses 
of schooling’ (2002, p.22). 
 Her analyses of different types of curriculum macrogenres resonate with Iedema’s (1996) in 
that she proposed that an ideal or ‘successful’ macrogenre is one in which the regulative 
register is gradually sublimated over time but remains highly effective in its tacit premises: 
... the regulative register will be foregrounded at the start of a curriculum macrogenre, 
and it will remain foregrounded while the curriculum goals are being established and 
negotiated ... At points where the regulative register is foregrounded, the instructional 
register may find no expression in the discourse, but in general as curriculum activity 
proceeds, the instructional register will also find expression ... If the curriculum 
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macrogenre succeeds, the regulative register eventually disappears, while the 
instructional register is foregrounded ... the regulative register continues to operate 
tacitly. (Christie, 1999, p. 161)  
Where do the disciplinary encounters reported above fit in this idealised temporal structuring 
of classroom talk? Episodes of classroom trouble that prompt a teacher’s response and 
intervention will re-surface the moral order as a topic for ‘negotiation’ (Alexander, 2001, p. 
536). I will refer to such incidents, where the regulative register re-emerges to disrupt or 
displace the intended flow of the instructional register, as ‘regulative flares’. These are 
moments when any tacit agreement about the ‘how’ of classroom relations and conduct break 
down, and more overt power moves are made by teachers or students to re-establish or 
dispute any shared sense of social order.   
Martin, Maton and others are also working at the Bernstein/SFL interface, on theoretical 
elaborations of the instructional discourse and its linguistic realisation. In Legitimation Code 
Theory they have developed the concept of ‘semantic gravity’ to refer to  ‘the degree to 
which meaning relates to its context ... the stronger the semantic gravity (SG+), the more 
meaning is dependent on its context; the weaker the semantic gravity (SG-), the less 
dependent meaning is on its context’ (Maton, 2013, p. 11). The associated concept of 
‘temporal portability’  captures ‘the capacity for bringing knowledge from past educational or 
everyday contexts into the present, and from the present into future contexts’ (Freebody, 
Maton, & Martin, 2008, p. 194), while the distinction between segmented or cumulative 
relations describe whether and how knowledges might articulate.  
These concepts allow a fine grained analysis of disciplinary and curricular knowledge (and its 
linguistic expression), and knowledge-building over time through the processes of weakening 
semantic gravity (‘moving from the particulars of a specific case towards generalizations and 
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abstractions whose meanings are less dependent on that context’) or strengthening semantic 
gravity (‘moving from abstract or generalized ideas towards concrete and delimited cases’) 
(p. 11). Meaning is also understood to become more or less ‘condensed’ in these processes to 
achieve a level of ‘semantic density’, which can limit or facilitate its applicability to other 
settings. The metaphor of gravity working on a notional vertical axis echoes Bernstein’s 
distinction between vertical and horizontal knowledge structures (Bernstein, 2000), vertical 
knowledge being cumulative abstractions that build ‘up’ to axioms applicable across 
contexts; horizontal knowledge being segmented knowledges that don’t ‘stack up’ and are  
applicable only in particular contexts. It also resonates with Bernstein’s earlier distinction 
between restricting and elaborating codes, in the sense that strong gravity is particular and 
‘context-tied’ and weak gravity is universal and ‘context-independent’ (Moore, 2013, p. 61, 
quoting Bernstein). 
Gamble and Hoadley (2011) argue that there is a similar dimension of  ‘verticality’ (p.159)  
or ‘abstracting function’ (p.160) in the regulative discourse as it moves the student from 
personal to impersonal modes of control.  This observation begs a parallel theoretical 
elaboration of the regulative discourse in pedagogical settings, given that: 
regulative discourse is itself the precondition for any pedagogic discourse ... all 
pedagogic discourse creates a moral regulation of the social relations of 
transmission/acquisition, that is, rules of order, relation and identity, and that such a 
moral order is prior to, and a condition for, the transmission of competences. 
(Bernstein, 1990, p. 184) 
Under this lens, education relies on some consensual moral order to establish and legitimate a 
set of norms, rules, routines, sanctions, rights and responsibilities that can support productive 
interactions: ‘a set of definitions about what is proper to do and what is reasonable to expect’ 
(Wuthnow, 1989, p. 14). From these premises, regulative flares that disrupt the moral order 
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are telling empirical moments that through their unsettling bring to the empirical surface 
evidence of these rules, roles and routines.  
As a parallel to ‘semantic gravity’ in the instructional discourse, I propose a concept of 
‘moral gravity’ in the regulative discourse, being the degree to which the moral order 
invoked and legitimated in the regulative discourse pertains to the particular local context, or 
to a broader sense of social context. Strong moral gravity would be premised on, and limited 
to, the immediate institutional context (for example: ‘you must do what I say because this is 
my classroom’), while weak moral gravity would invoke a broader, more decontextualised 
moral premise applicable beyond the classroom (for example: ‘you will be expected to work 
this way in future employment’), with gradations between the two polarities. A moral code 
invoking strong moral gravity is not temporally portable to settings beyond that particular 
classroom, thus across the day, the students could move through a collection of segmented 
contexts each with its own particular set of expectations.  A moral code of weak moral 
gravity is temporally portable and cumulative, notionally applying across multiple settings. 
Under this description policies fostering consistent school-wide behaviour codes work to 
weaken the gravity of the moral order, to create more consistency and portability of rules and 
expectations across classes. 
 
With this concept the regulative discourse can be unpacked for more detailed empirical 
analysis in terms of characterising settings, and change over time. Classroom talk that 
manages or challenges the moral order through the regulative register, both establishing 
routines or managing flares, can be coded for degrees of moral gravity to explore whether and 
how an external moral order (being a good citizen, being a good worker) is being reinforced 
in classroom relations. For this particular study, the question becomes whether schools and 
TAFE settings invoke differently coded moral premises in their regulative discourse. With 
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reluctant stayers, stymied at the brink of independent adulthood, it is conceivable that strong 
moral gravity asserting the local rules and routines of the specific institutional setting of 
school will rub against their growing self-hood, while the greater ‘verticality’ of weak moral 
gravity that references a wider world will be more palatable and acceptable.  
 
Turning now to consider the potential for trouble in the instructional discourse, I propose a 
further concept of ‘instructional elasticity’ to refer to the capacity of the instructional 
discourse to stretch its purview to absorb and allow emergent contributions to knowledge, 
and the inherent limit to this stretch. Halliday (1985, p. 75)  used the term ‘elasticity’ to 
describe the capacity of the clause structure in written language to absorb extra meanings in 
nominal structures, but the metaphor also implies the counter force that pulls back from the 
extended position, or  a breaking point from over-extension. In this vein,  Alexander’s (2001) 
study reviewed above documented how the student-centred curriculum typical in UK and US 
classrooms implicated more overt control and negotiation over both the ‘how’ and the ‘what’, 
while Buzzelli and Johnston’s (2001) reported the moral trouble stemming from a student’s 
inappropriate choice of instructional  topic.  Given the primacy of the moral order in 
pedagogic discourse, and the ever present potential for contestation within relations of 
control, I suggest that the instructional register will also offer an avenue and resources for 
students’ play and challenge to the classroom moral order.  Stretching the instructional 
register beyond the teachers’ limits of tolerance for such play will spark a regulative flare to 
re-establish the intended instructional discourse and its underpinning moral order.   
In the following section, I outline the methodological design of an empirical study that went 
looking for, and at, classroom trouble, and prompted these theoretical elaborations. 
4. Methodological thinking 
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The study involved classroom ethnographies in three Queensland towns with typically high 
youth unemployment rates, hence sociological circumstances that produce classrooms of 
reluctant stayers in their high schools. One town was a rural centre recovering from a 
downturn in demand for agricultural labour; another was a town rebuilding its local economy 
following the demise of manufacturing industry; and the third is a coastal tourist area 
attracting a high proportion of families reliant on government welfare payments. In the high 
schools, classes in core or popular subjects for students in non-academic pathways were 
identified with the principals’ assistance. With the teachers’ and students’ informed consent I 
followed class groups over their timetabled sessions for three to four weeks. In the TAFE 
colleges, I observed pre-vocational or alternate Year 10 programs that accommodated 
students of school age. One was an intense program in which the teacher and students worked 
together across the full day.  I observed a week’s classes. Another was a self-paced program 
which I observed over two weeks of its scheduled contact time. The third was a hybrid senior 
secondary program, offered by a high school but located in a TAFE campus, in which I 
observed two class groups over three weeks. In total, the study sampled substantial class 
sequences for 8 teacher/class sets. Classes were audio-recorded where permitted by students 
and teachers. In addition, I conducted semi-structured interviews with some students in each 
site, and multiple interviews with the teachers over the observation periods. 
As each lesson unfolded, I documented the instructional discourse (what curriculum 
knowledge was being taught), the regulative discourse (how the pedagogic design 
orchestrated activities, roles and interaction), and then what other ‘stuff’ happened in the 
classroom talk including regulative flares, and interruptions that disrupted the flow of the 
intended ID/RD. Apart from those observed in the hybrid school/TAFE setting and the self-
paced TAFE setting, the classes were characterised by multiple regulative flares that 
persistently undermined the planned lessons. The next section presents examples of 
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observational and interview data to exemplify strong and weak moral gravity, and how 
instructional elasticity works or breaks. Pseudonyms are used throughout. 
5. Exemplifying moral gravity 
Moral gravity refers to how locally contextualised the operative moral order is. I draw from 
field notes to firstly describe a setting where a teacher invokes and polices a highly 
contextualised set of rules, then a setting where a teacher invokes and exerts a moral code 
that, in its claims beyond the immediate setting, would be coded as weak moral gravity. I 
then offer an account by a student that contests the relevance of high moral gravity rules that 
impose strictures that did not apply in his other life settings.  
5.1 Strong moral gravity 
 Mr O’B was a high school teacher who taught a social science elective that dealt with life 
skills such as budgeting and banking. He was part of a staff sub-committee responsible for 
uniform standards, and routinely checked students’ uniform compliance as they entered his 
class. If students were not wearing standard uniform items, he asked them to arrange a ‘pass’ 
from the central office that excused them on the condition of a reasonable explanation while 
recording the transgression. In one case, he asked a student to remove an offending non-
uniform cardigan despite cool weather. This teacher also confiscated mobile phones if 
students used them in class, and corrected students if they were seen swinging on their chairs. 
This set of explicit, enforced rules that were consistently applied in his classes but not in the 
corridors or life beyond created a strong boundary between ‘in class’ and ‘out of class’, and 
between the respective moral orders governing what is permissible in situ. This was made 
obvious in Mr O’B’s established routine whereby, if arriving late, students knew they had to 
wait at the door before he granted them permission to enter. Despite this strong moral gravity 
(or maybe because of it?), students’ behaviour in his classes was often boisterous, 
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argumentative and challenging. The rules this teacher enforced were ‘school rules’, therefore 
notionally applied in other classrooms. However, this teacher was observed to invoke and 
enforce the ‘letter of the law’ much more than the other teacher observed at this school.  
5.2 Weak moral gravity 
 Mrs D taught a small class of school-aged students who, for various reasons such as school 
exclusion, disengagement, behavioural or academic needs, had been placed in an alternative 
pre-vocational program in a TAFE setting. This teacher had the support of a youth worker 
throughout the day. This class ran across four long days a week, allowing for a flexible, 
responsive curriculum. The classes I observed were focused around planning a fund-raising 
event as a curricular vehicle for developing communication, budgeting and workplace skills, 
plus workplace health and safety knowledge. This focus infused the classroom talk with 
explicit references to the imagined workplace and its discourse, in particular with regard to 
behavioural expectations and routines. For example, students were required to sign in and out 
each day, and at each break. When a student complained of being ‘tired’, Mrs D responded, ‘I 
can relate to tired, but if it’s work your boss won’t care, so focus!’ On another occasion when 
the class was not released promptly at the regular break time, the teacher explained, ‘This 
happens sometimes in the workplace – meetings go over.’ Later, the teacher reproaches the 
students, ‘Wasting time people – think about your time management!’ When I interviewed 
this teacher, I asked her how she found the long timetabled days with the same class group. 
Her response was, ‘You have the same boss every day.’ In these ways, both the instructional 
and regulative discourses operating in this pedagogic setting referenced workplace practices 
and moral codes, and could be coded as exhibiting weak moral gravity. Rules and conditions 
were legitimated precisely because they were understood to have relevance beyond the 
immediate context, projecting into an imagined workplace for these students.  
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5.3 Disputing strong moral gravity  
Zac, a student in the hybrid high school program offered at a TAFE setting expressed the 
following critique of school rules that banned smoking:   
Facilitator: Take me back to last year, at school, how did you go at school, what was 
your record like there? 
Interviewee: It was alright, not the best but it was alright.... I think I did get suspended 
twice, I think. ...  I think that was it, just smoking…. Two days, 
three days, I think. 
Facilitator: How do kids feel about the smoking rules ... ? 
Interviewee: I reckon if you have - if you’re 16 and have parent consent you should be 
allowed to, because you’re pretty much allowed to smoke so there’s no 
point them stopping you. All you’re doing is getting yourself in trouble 
by going to have a cigarette if they catch you. It’s not affecting your 
schooling or anything if you’re having one on your lunchbreak or 
something, because you’re not doing anything. 
Facilitator: So you smoke at home? 
Interviewee: Yeah. 
 
In this extract, Zac disputes the legitimacy of schools’ punishing students for ‘just’ smoking 
if two conditions are satisfied: the student is sufficiently mature; and parents allow this 
behaviour. By this account, Zac is reluctantly subjected to locally contextualised moral 
orders, which reinscribe his smoking as permissible or not at different times. When he claims 
‘it’s not affecting your schooling,’ he proffers grounds that might legitimate a ‘no smoking’ 
rule within the school context, whereby it might compromise the reason for being there, but 
points out that those grounds don’t apply in the case of smoking at break. Smoking by the 
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school students was not allowed at the TAFE campus, though other TAFE students were 
permitted to smoke in designated areas. Thus these students were notionally subject to higher 
moral gravity than others in the same context while attending their program.  They were also 
observed to contest this moral order by gathering for a smoke in the bush block behind the 
campus during breaks.   
Another short exchange in Mrs B’s English classroom in a high school setting captures 
exactly the same principled contestation of strong moral gravity’s seemingly arbitrary moral 
order:  
Mrs B: Please don’t eat in class.  
Student: It’s not going to kill anyone. 
 Mrs B: You know the rules!  
 
This section has exemplified weak and strong moral gravity in the regulative discourse of two 
pedagogic settings for ‘reluctant stayers’, and offered student’s critiques of the high moral 
gravity in school settings that would enforce rules which don’t apply beyond that context. 
Extending the time at school for reluctant stayers through the fiat of government policy could 
be expected to exacerbate this friction between young people eager for broader horizons, and 
the closed self-referential moral order of conventional schooling. The concept of moral 
gravity helps render these qualities amenable to analysis.  
6.  Exemplifying instructional elasticity 
Instructional elasticity refers to the degree of allowable play (in both senses of the word) and 
tolerance within the instructional register to accommodate student’s potentially disruptive 
contributions. Different teachers and different topics may accommodate different degrees of 
stretching, and exert more or less control over the instructional discourse to rein in or divert 
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classroom trouble. The conceptual metaphor suggests a capacity to stretch the topic, the 
capacity to recoil or rein in the topic from potentially disruptive contributions, and a snapping 
point where the original pedagogic discourse cannot recover from such stretching. This 
section offers three such examples of instructional elasticity at work and at its limits. 
6.1 Instructional elasticity at work 
Ms K taught a core social science ‘life skills’ unit at the hybrid school/TAFE program. She 
typically ran brisk focussed lessons, expertly managing her students with good humoured 
banter and fast paced activities.  At the time of observation, her Year 11 class were exploring 
the idea of life goals and devising achievable action steps towards these. Students were asked 
to nominate their own life goals and create a ‘to do’ list towards achieving their goals. This 
well-intended topic sparked a lot of playful chat around the room, with students sharing 
increasingly trivial or far-fetched ideas as they completed the writing task. One student 
suggested that she would ‘borrow a couple of grand’ to go to ‘Schoolies’. Schoolies is a 
weeklong celebration that sees many teenage school-leavers across Australia congregate at 
the Gold Coast or similar tourism centres to mark the end of their schooling career. Her idea 
was intentionally playful and potentially disruptive in that Schoolies is associated with 
bacchanalian excesses of dubious moral status. While she was on one level legitimately 
offering ideas within the purview of the instructional discourse, her contribution was 
purposefully stretching its boundaries and implicit sense of worthy life goals by treating 
binge drinking in the same category. The teacher responded with a quick reply that she 
thought it unlikely that banks would come to the party for that goal, thereby quashing that 
extended topic and pulling the instructional discourse back into its intended more ‘moral’ and 
worthy shape.   
6.2 Instructional elasticity at breaking point 
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A more extreme case of instructional elasticity creating overt classroom trouble was observed 
in a class with Mr O’B in his high school setting. The class were working on a unit about 
personal finances and he invited students to first discuss in pairs about how they might 
legally generate an income, then share their ideas in a class discussion. One vocal group of 
female students took the opportunity to pool ideas and egg each other on to suggest more and 
more sexualised possibilities, such as ‘surrogacy’, ‘selling babies’, ‘being a stripper’, ‘selling 
sperm’, ‘are being hookers legal?’. Mr O’B tried to dignify each contribution by ruling on its 
legality or not. By their over-participation within the legitimated regulative discourse design 
of class discussion, they continued to knowingly stretch the instructional discourse topic into 
more riskier taboo topics. When they were loudly extolling the income possibilities of being a 
boy (while miming masturbation), the teacher called the discussion off: ‘And we’re done ... 
I’ve had enough – shut up!’ This episode could be interrogated in multiple ways, but here, my 
point is that the students were able to stretch and trouble the instructional discourse to the 
point where the pedagogic activity was abandoned. The considerable elasticity the teacher 
had tolerated up to that point reached its limits and snapped. 
In a third class in the other high school setting, Mrs S asked her Maths class to brainstorm 
categories of movies while she wrote them on the board to build an example of a survey 
question offering  closed options. Ben quickly capitalised on this moment and called out, 
‘Porno!’ Mrs S replied, ‘What! I don’t think so ... you are at school you know.’ Nevertheless 
Ben continued: ‘What categories? Lesbian, gay ...’  then broke  into laughter. Mrs S promptly 
abandoned her call for ideas, and resorted to providing her own categories. Later in the same 
class, Ben again offers ‘Porno!’ in a call for student input. Mrs S replies, ‘You’ve got porno 
on the brain’, to which Ben replied, ‘I’m only joking miss.’ Both Mrs S and Mr O’B 
subsequently reported the incidents described to school management for disciplinary 
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consequences, though these particular incidents should be understood to be tipping points in 
ongoing and cumulative trouble in these particular teacher/student relationships.  
Like Buzzelli and Johnston’s (2001) example of the inappropriate topic in a student 
presentation, the students in the vignettes above commit the classroom ‘crime’ of introducing 
an inappropriate extension to the instructional topic. However, in these cases, these mature 
secondary school students were doing it knowingly to disrupt, undermine or enliven the 
lesson, in a peer-oriented game of garnering laughs and kudos. Students’ moral stretching of 
the instructional discourse was observed in all these classes, and many students played this 
game at different scales and different stakes. As Zac explained, ‘we’re mostly just joking 
around and we’re not actually being serious, we’re just having a joke, trying to make it 
funner.’ Teachers of secondary school students working in the more student-centred settings 
Alexander (2001) described will recognise this constant game of instructional elasticity made 
possible by the pedagogic preference for open discussion and active participation. Though the 
trouble plays out in the instructional register, I would argue that it stems from the 
underpinning regulative discourse with its ethic of participation that the students are 
exploiting.  
7. Thinking through classroom trouble 
Though the regulative discourse creates the conditions of possibility for any pedagogical 
work, it has received less scholarly attention. This is possibly because ideally it works in a 
tacit and sublimated way, thus is empirically less evident in ‘good practice’.  This paper has 
approached the topic in another direction by exploiting the empirical access afforded through 
regulative flares to conceptualise what such linguistic events reveal about the operative moral 
order, its social reach and its contestation.  In this way, the paper complements the conceptual 
work of Bernsteinian scholars and systemic functional linguists elaborating on the realization 
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and contextual reach of the instructional discourse. It also offers educators, researchers and 
policy makers a more nuanced analytic vocabulary to ask whether the moral order 
underpinning pedagogic settings, especially those marked by persistent trouble, is the most 
appropriate. What kind of regulative design is invoked and what social contexts it references 
will be shaped by pedagogic fashion and cultural legacies, but will ultimately rely on 
teachers’ and students’ mutual buy-in, so both parties need to be understood as contributing 
to its maintenance. Under this lens, classroom trouble is no longer merely a side issue of 
‘behaviour management’ that can be addressed through de-contextualised tips for pre-service 
teachers, but rather demands to be understood and interrogated as an ongoing potential and 
integral part of in vivo pedagogy.  
This paper has considered the disputed premises underpinning teacher/student interactions in 
classrooms produced under policies seeking to retain unemployed youth in formal education. 
We could ask other questions about the curriculum and pedagogies these students are offered, 
but this paper has focussed on the predictable production of trouble in the pedagogic 
discourse and moral order underpinning such classrooms in communities with poor prospects 
for youth employment. The policy solution of more schooling for students who have not 
profited from, or identified with, its institutional remit warrants troubling itself, because it 
congregates these students and their teachers in places with limited templates for interaction 
that the reluctant stayers are keen to challenge. 
The literature review focussed on the body of empirical work that has drawn on Bernsteinian 
theory or classroom discourse analysis to understand how classroom trouble exists as a 
potential that will play out in some pedagogic settings more than others. The explicit 
linguistic exchanges precipitated in order to interrupt, re-negotiate or re-establish some 
common moral order were then conceptualised as regulative flares that interrupt the more 
ideal process of sublimation of the regulative register.  I then argued that regulative flares are 
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empirically important because they bring to the empirical surface participants’ accounts and 
contestations of the moral orders different participants are presuming.  
Next I developed the variable concept of moral gravity in the regulative discourse as a 
parallel to Maton and Martin’s concepts of semantic gravity in the instructional discourse. 
Settings with strong moral gravity set their own rules and rely on institutional power, control 
and sanctions to reinforce their moral code. Settings with weaker moral gravity, such as the 
workplace preparation program profiled above, look to settings beyond the local context to 
both source and legitimate their moral order. In this way there is an analytic dimension of 
verticality in the regulative discourse as well. This raises a further question about whether, in 
recontextualising and simulating a more universal moral code in pedagogic contexts, a 
distorted heuristic version can be produced.    
The concept of instructional elasticity helped to analyse the trouble generated by students’ 
playful attempts to stretch and undermine the instructional register with contributions that 
contravene the implicit moral precepts of educational settings. If teachers understand the 
‘game’ that is being played by students in such ostensibly legitimate participation, they might 
be able to anticipate and avert the breaking point. In essence, this becomes a delicate and 
nuanced matter of judicious and ongoing adjustments of the boundaries around the 
instructional discourse in student-centred classrooms. 
The concentration of classroom trouble in schools servicing disadvantaged communities in 
these classrooms has been well documented in the sociology of education and was highly  
predictable. Despite this, the policy moment seems to have failed to re-imagine what an 
extended education could or should achieve for reluctant stayers. While the instructional 
discourse examples pursued ‘real life’ skills and topics, the regulative discourse more 
typically demanded behaviours dictated by the local school context. In this way, these 
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classrooms for reluctant stayers lock students and teachers for longer into a highly localised 
moral order these students tend to resist and ridicule. However this paper’s conceptualisation 
of a vertical dimension between strong and weak moral gravity shows that there is equally the 
potential to encourage students to orient to the moral expectations they will meet in broader 
contexts beyond the school. 
My treatment could be critiqued for unfashionably holding the students accountable for their 
actions and agency, and not casting them as helpless victims of oppressive institutions. My 
response would be that these students by their accounts are accessing the adult world of sex, 
drugs and alcohol in other aspects of their lives, yet the policy solution retains them in the 
morally sanitised world of the child under the typically strong moral gravity of the school 
institution.  They are fully entitled to their playful protests against this constriction, but I feel 
for both them and their teachers caught in circumstances not necessarily of their choosing. 
The regrettable irony is that where Willis’s (1977) lads could leave school for the shopfloor, 
our economy no longer absorbs the energies and labour of such young people today. 
Retention in these classes may not convert to economic participation so there is a false 
promise in the policy logic which these students and teachers wear on a daily basis.   
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